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Introductory note

Belgium has formally been a pure unitary state until 1970. The constitutional
reforms since 1970 gradually gave rise to a more diversified political system,
containing several sub-national levels. The most recent phase of this development was
constituted by the 1993 constitutional reform in which Belgium was officially
transformed into a federal state. The new Belgian constitution recognises that the
constitutive nation is not a homogeneous entity. The constitutive nation of the Belgian
state is instead seen to be the sum of national sub-groups with an own cultural
identity. The process of state reform and devolution has put recognition of cultural-
linguistic diversity on the foreground as the guiding principle for Belgian political life.

1. DEMOGRAPHY

According to the most recent figures to our disposal (29/10/2007, Belgian
Ministry of Internal Affairs, Foreigners’ Office) there where 1.037.554 non Belgian
residents in Belgium. There were 6.117.440 inhabitants in Flanders and 331.694

foreigners (5,4%).
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1/01/2007 331.694 6.117.440 54 There are only

1/01/2006 314.202 6.078.600 52 reliable figures
available with

1/01/2005 297.289 6.043.161 4,9 regard to regular

1/01/2004 288.375 6.016.024 4.8 umnmgration.
Estimates about

1/01/2003 280.743 5.995.553 4,7 irregular migration

1/01/2002 275.223 5.972.781 4,6 vary widely and are
inherently not

1/01/2001 280.962 5.952.552 4,7 reliable.

1/01/2000 293.650 5.940.251 4,9

1/01/1999 289.065 5.926.838 4,9

1/01/1998 288.007 5.912.382 4,9

1/01/1997 288.307 5.898.824 4,9

1/01/1996 283.429 5.880.357 4,8

1/01/1995 283.117 5.866.106 4,8

1/01/1994 281.137 5.847.022 4,8

1/01/1993 273.272 5.824.628 47

1/01/1992 268.901 5.794.857 4,6

1/01/1991 257.735 5.767.856 4,5
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Of the three regions in Belgium (Flanders, Brussels and Walloonia), the Region of
Brussels-Capital is in proportional terms hosting the largest number of foreign
residents (close to 30 per cent). European and non European citizens account for
more or less similar shares of 15 per cent of the population. It can be noted that fifty
percent of the non-EU citizens in Brussels are Moroccans.

Immigrants are mainly concentrated in the cities and in municipalities in the border

areas with the Netherlands and France. The following table gives the overview for all
Flemish municipalities (01/01/2007, source: National Statistical Office).

2. INTEGRATION POLICIES
Legal categories

Legal aliens: EU citizens

EU-nationals have full rights on the same basis as Belgians, with the only exception of
supra-local political rights.

Legal aliens: third country nationals

Details with regard to rights of non EU-nationals (third country nationals) can be
found with regard to over 140 indicators on the  website
http://www.integrationindex.eu (MIPEX-project).

Foreigners who have received a permanent residence permit have more rights than
other foreigners. They, for instance, no longer need a working permit and enjoy better
protection to possible expulsion. It should be reminded that the Law of 1980, although



in principle applying to all non-nationals, is overruled by international conventions
and treaties.

Illegal aliens

Illegal aliens only have the right to urgent medical care and schooling for children.

In Belgium, naturalisation is discretionary. It can be refused and there is no
right of appeal against a refusal of citizenship. Discretionary naturalisation is in
essence not a right one can make use of but a favour which one can be granted. This is
symbolically made clear in the Belgian system in which naturalisation is still
'politically’ decided upon by parliament. Since 1996, all adults who have been
residing for five years (three years if one has a refugee-status) can apply for
naturalisation. The applicant has to fill in a form giving information about his
income, education, knowledge of language, etc. and has to give a motivation for the
application The application is then sent to the Chamber (one of the two bodies of
parliament) that decides if the applicant will be granted Belgian nationality. Since
2000 the residence requirement has been dropped to three years (and two years for
refugees), the ‘district attorney’ has one month to investigate the demand and the test
of integration has been dropped.

Rights and obligations
Details with regard to rights of non EU-nationals (third country nationals) can be

found with regard to over 140 indicators on the  website
http://www.integrationindex.eu (MIPEX-project).

Levels of power

FEDERAL/NATIONAL | REGIONAL | LOCAL
Quotas X
Flux control . ¢
Residence permit X
Work permit X

In Belgium, migration policy (regulation of access to the territory and residence) has
always been a national prerogative. Integration policy, however, is, by and large, a
policy competence of the Communities. However, depending on the policy field
(labour, education, housing, urban renewal, fight against poverty, etc.) or the region
concerned (Flanders, Wallonia or Brussels), political authorities from all levels of
powers have a share in the policies directly or indirectly related to the participation of
immigrants and ethnic minorities in society.

The Flemish government has had a clear preference for supporting active
participation through self-organisations of migrants which are willing to co-operate
in federations and which accept to be co-ordinated by quango's. In addition, the
Flemish government has financially supported local participatory initiatives aimed at
urban renewal and integration of deprived groups in disfavoured neighbourhoods

Hidden behind an apparent uniform vision on the federal level, there are important
divergences between Flemish and Francophones. A majority of Flemish politicians
want to maintain a number of more ‘subjective’ criteria (as the degree of cultural




integration or the loyalty to the receiving society) and language related criteria (such
as knowledge of Dutch) for the acquisition of citizenship. A majority of Francophone
politicians, on the other hand, preferred to only retain criteria such as the length of
legal stay. It is more than a merely linguistic cleavage, since the first set of criteria is
more often supported by the right, while the second set of criteria is more often upheld
by the left. In general, however, one can say that the argumentative frame for the
Flemish is fed by references to the ethnos (a cultural vision of the nation) while the
Francophones tend to privilege the demos (a political vision of the nation).

Due to the complex institutional framework of the Belgian federal political
system, both the Flemish community and the Francophone community have
Jjurisdiction with regard to policies concerning ‘their’ immigrants or ethnic minorities.
There are a number of striking differences which have crystallized in discourses and
policy making with regard to ethnic minorities on Flemish side and on Francophone
side. In the Francophone Community an integration discourse dominates which is
clearly inspired by French republicanism and tends to deny the relevance of cultural
specificities and ethnic origin of immigrants and their offspring. In Flanders, in
contrast, recognition of ethno-cultural diversity is welcomed and the existence of
ethnic minorities affirmed. The Flemish vision has clearly been inspired by the
(original) Dutch minorities policy.

The first systematic Flemish policy outline was presented in 1990. The aim of
the Flemish migrant policy (“Migrantenbeleid”) was said to be a “multicultural society
with intercultural exchange”. It is stated that there is a need for a specific policy
approach, with a double focus: on the one hand attention to societal arrears, on the
other hand attention to emancipation through recognition of cultural identity. It is
clear that the overarching policy framework is based on the recognition of ethno-
cultural groups, a notion copied from the situation in the Netherlands and partly in
line with Anglo-Saxon ideas of group-based “multicultural”. Notably, entire sections
of policy documents pertaining to the new minorities policy are copied from Dutch.
The support for immigrant self-organisations testifies to the belief — which was
equally imported from the Netherlands — that preservation and development of their
own cultural identity among immigrants can stimulate emancipation within the host
society.

At the same time, however, the Flemish government has taken policy measures
that are said to be aimed at the “assimilation” of newcomers. Since the end of the
1990s the Flemish have been preparing and experimenting with so-called citizenship
trajectories (“inburgeringstrajecten”) in which lessons on the Dutch language and
lessons of introduction to Flemish/Belgian society are to be taken by certain
categories of immigrant newcomers. The aim is to actively promote a certain degree
of language and cultural assimilation. This scheme, once again copied from the
Netherlands, has become compulsory for (most) non-EU newcomers in Flanders from
April 2004 onwards and optional in Brussels.

The main differences in the Flemish and francophone policies towards
immigrants and ethnic minorities are schematically represented in Table 1.




Table 1. Policy Approaches of Flemish and Francophones towards People
of Immigrant Origin

Policy emphasis for Policy for Foreign inspiration
integration of settled newcomers
immigrants
Flemish approach | - recognition of the | Citizenship Former Dutch (and
existence of ethnic- | trajectories Anglo-saxon) ideas
cultural minority | (include of group-based
groups language multiculturalism
- general and | courses)
categorical policies Former Dutch
- cooperation with, model of
and  support  of, inburgering
immigrant self-
organization
Francophone - individualistic | No specific | Former French
approach approach policy (but | assimilationist-
- general policies | punctual republican model
using socio-economic | projects are
indicators -  only | being financed)

indirect targeting of
immigrant groups (for
instance, in certain
neighbourhoods)

Services offered by administrations

FEDERAL/NATIONAL REGIONAL LOCAL
Welfare X X
Financial X
Employment X X
Language X
Religion X X
Political X X X
Legal assistance

Language and culture courses

A detailed evaluation study of ‘inburgeringstrajecten’ (language courses and
citizenship trajectories) has been made recently and is available in Dutch at the
website http://www.binnenland.vlaanderen.be/inburgering/onderzoek.htm

The study focuses on the organisation of the courses and the evaluation by newcomers
(who are obliged to take them), but does not immediately monitor its effects.

Civic involvement

There can be little doubt that ethnic minorities and Belgians alike invest mostly in
conventional political representation: 59 per cent of Turks, 29 per cent of Belgians
and 11 per cent of Moroccans participate in political parties or trade unions,
especially in the major Christian-Democrat and Social-Democrat Unions. In the
infrapolitical sphere, service organisations also play an important role: 30 per cent of




Belgians, 25 per cent of Turks and 11 per cent of Moroccans are actively involved in
educational or recreational organisations such as sports or youth clubs. In contrast,
direct participation in voluntary associations is rather limited, except for the
relatively high Turkish participation in mosque associations: 20 per cent of Turks, 12
per cent of Belgians and 7 per cent of Moroccans are active in religious or local
neighbourhood associations.

From: Bousetta, H., Gsir, S. & Jacobs, D. (2005) Active Civic Participation of
Immigrants in Belgium, Country Report prepared for the European research
project POLITIS, Oldenburg, 2005, www.uni-oldenburg.de/politis-europe.

Immigrant vote

Until a decade ago only Belgian citizens were allowed to participate in formal
municipal elections. Belgian politicians have been rather reluctant in enfranchising
foreign residents. It took till early 1999 before Belgium finally enfranchised EU-
citizens in compliance with the Maastricht Treaty. Non-Europeans, however, were
not allowed to vote in the local elections. The electoral law has been modified in 2004,
following a rather nasty political struggle, which brought the federal government
very close to a crisis. Non-EU nationals living for five years in the country, can now
vote in local elections, but they can not stand as a candidate. They have to sign a
declaration that they will respect Belgian laws.

3. SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC ISSUES
Economic impact

No data.

Self-employment

No data.

Informal economy

No data.

Poverty, unemployment, marginal groups

According to a recent study by the University of Antwerp and the University of Liége,
half of the Moroccan and Turkish immigrants live in poverty.

According to data of the European Labour Force Survey 2006, the employment rate
for third country nationals is 33,1% (28,4% less than Belgians) and the unemployment
rate is 32,4% (24,8% more than Belgians).

Immigrants are overrepresented in crime and imprisonment statistics. There is,
however, a debate on how one should interpret these data. In comparmg ﬁgures for
nationals and non-nationals, one should take into account the socio-economic position
of the groups being compared. Furthermore, crime statistics also reflect police activity
and judicial policy priorities.

There are no particular figures on prostitution available but there clearly is a
problem of human trafficking for prostitution purposes (there was a parliamentary
enquiry on the issue in the 1990s).



Access to financial institutions
Yes, at least in theory.
Real estate and housing

In international comparison, prices in Belgian cities are still fairly low. They have,
however, been steadily increasing the last decade. The proportion of social housing on
the overall housing market is fairly limited. Non EU immigrants are often housed in
the poorest quality housing.

Schooling

The Flemish community has an equal opportunities policy which grants extra money
to schools with a large immigrant population among the pupils.

School choice is in principle free but partly regulated. Registration in schools is in all
parts of the country now done on a ‘first come, first served’ basis on a particular date.
This is meant to increase equal opportunities in access to particular schools, but does
in reality not (yet) really guarantee a “social mix”.

The educational system is unable to sufficiently guarantee social mobility. The PISA-
studies show that non-EU immigrant students have poorer results than non
immigrant students, even when controlled for socio-economic position. This is partly
due to difficult access of these students to ‘good schools’ and an overconcentration in
particular schools.

4. XENOPHOBIA
Xenophobic parties or movements

Vlaams Belang in Flanders and Brussels. Vlaams Belang was formerly known as
Vlaams Blok and has been condemned in court for its racist propaganda (but has not
been forbidden).

Most Flemish parties have been influenced by the electoral success of the Vlaams
Belang in adopting harsher stances on immigration. The Flemish populist party Lijst
Dedecker and the Nieuw Vlaamse Alliantie (NVA) occasionally takes up xenophobic
stances but is not openly racist as is the case with Vlaams Belang.

Vote evolution

Vlaams Belang (formerly Vlaams Blok) has been steadily growing the last 20 years. It
now stands at 25% of the popular vote in the Flemish region. Racist parties in the
francophone part of the country have remained fairly marginal.

Hate factors

As main sources of discontent, language, religion, race, work/economy, public order
and others would all account for racist attitudes.



Mass media

The mass media in principle ostracise the Vlaams Belang but cannot totally ignore
them given their huge popular support.

Conflict episodes

In 2006 an 18 year old racist youngster, the nephew of a Vlaams Belang MP, shot and
killed a 2 year old girl and her African nanny in the streets of Antwerp and severely
wounded a Turkish woman. He was intent — as he declared himself - on killing as
many immigrants as possible and hoped he would be shot down by a SWAT-team,

but was finally stopped by a local police officer during his rampage. In the same
year a string of severe racist incidents were reported. There is, however, no proof that
racist violence has systematically increased.

5. ISSUES FOR DEBATE

It is important to note that Belgium, a former colonial power in Central Africa
(Congo, Ruanda, Burundi), never opted for recruiting colonial labourers. The main
reason for that was the need to preserve a sufficient workforce for colonial
exploitation in Africa. On that specific point, the Belgian attitude diverged from most
of its neighbours. It can be noted that at the end of the nineteen-eighties, a ‘new’
category of immigrants came to the foreground, consisting of asylum seekers.
Although the asylum seekers came from over 113 different countries, a majority
originated from particular countries (or regions): ex-Yugoslavia, ex-USSR, Rumania,
Congo (former Zaire), Pakistan, Nigeria, Bulgaria, Turkey and Ghana.

Up to 1955, Italian immigration had clearly been the most important segment of the
total immigration to Belgium: in the course of the sixties, the composition of
migration flows to Belgium would become more diversified, amongst other factors
due to the signing of new bilateral agreements with other Mediterranean countries.
Due to competition for foreign labourers with the neighbouring countries, Belgium
was forced to further expand its area of recruitment. In 1964 bilateral agreements
were thus made with Morocco and Turkey. In 1969 and 1970, with Tunisia and
Algeria. The largest group of immigrant low skilled labourers to settle in Belgium in
the sixties undoubtedly came from Morocco. From 1962 to 1965 — ‘the golden sixties’ -
over 125,000 working permits were granted to foreigners. In the entire period 1956-
1967 a total of 214,454 working permits (for new immigrants) had been granted. The
effects of the large scale recruitment of foreign labourers were quite considerable. The
foreign population increased from 379,528 in 1954 to 716,237 - over 7% of the total
population — in 1970.

Due to economic recession, the decision was made by the Belgian government in
August 1974 to stop all new immigration. However, for certain categories of
specialised workers an exception was made to this general rule. The policy change did
not lead to a complete halt of legal non-EC migration flows to Belgium.

European immigrants used to be regarded as foreigners but are now generally seen
as EU-citizens who are ‘not really foreign’. Most non European residents are strongly
perceived by the Belgian population as being fundamentally different. Partly in
reaction, most non European origin groups tend to preserve a strong ethnic identity,
although one must note that they actually “reinvent” their ethnic identity in their new



country of residence and often have a hyphenated identity (combining a cross-ethnic
Belgian and an ethnic identity).

Areas of origin and identity

The most visible foreign groups are Moroccans and Turks, who tend to live in their
own segregated neighbourhoods.

First immigrants (and policy makers) generally believed their stay in the country was
of a temporary nature. Second and third generation immigrants often have Belgian
nationality but have difficulty in becoming accepted as ‘real Belgians’.

Relevant issues

Foreigners tend to avoid to position themselves in the linguistic struggle between the
Flemish and the Francophones in Belgium.

10



